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A forthcoming report carried out by the ESRI, and funded by the Parliamentary Budget Office, carries 

out a gender impact assessment of tax-benefit policy in Ireland. The motivation behind the work 

comes from a commitment in the Programme for Government to support equality and gender 

proofing of budget proposals within government.  

What is a gender impact assessment? The European Commission defines it as: “the estimation of the 

different effects (positive, negative or neutral) of any policy … in terms of gender equality.” i.e. do 

policy changes, actual or proposed, affect men or women more? The aim of gender impact 

assessments is to improve the design and planning of a proposed policy by providing evidence to 

policymakers of potential negative impacts on gender equality. Internationally, almost half of OECD 

countries report that they have introduced or plan to introduce some form of gender budgeting.  

So, what exactly have we done? A major contribution of the work is that it now provides a tool for 

government to carry out a gender impact assessment of tax-benefit policy changes, either before or 

after they are implemented. The model used is the ESRI’s tax-benefit model (SWITCH), based on a 

representative sample of the population. The model is already in use to examine the distributional 

impact of tax-benefit policy changes on different income groups and family types i.e. who 

gains/loses from actual or proposed tax-benefit policy changes. The model now allows policymakers 

assess the gender impact of tax-benefit policy changes. A wide variety of tax-benefit policies are 

captured in the model including income tax, USC, PRSI, property tax, cash benefits along with some 

non-cash benefits. 

A significant advantage of the model is that it is in use, not just at the ESRI, but across a variety of 

Government Departments (Employment Affairs and Social Protection; Health; Children and Youth 

Affairs; Finance and Public Expenditure and Reform) both in pre and post Budget analysis (for 

example in DEASP’s Social Impact Assessment). Our work, therefore, allows for the continuation of 

this kind of assessment as a routine part of the budgetary process. While the analysis in our report 



looked at changes in tax-benefit policy between 2008 and 2018, another significant advantage of the 

model is that it can be used to examine distributional and gender impacts before policy changes 

occur.  

So, why would we expect tax-benefit policy to have differing impacts by gender? Although (with the 

exception of maternity and paternity benefit) the tax-benefit system does not explicitly differentiate 

based on gender, tax and welfare policies can have differing impacts for men and women. Gender-

based divisions of work and caring roles result in differences in incomes and benefit receipt. 

Differences in work and PRSI contribution histories can also affect welfare payment rates or whether 

an individual actually qualifies for a benefit in the first place.  

For example, nearly all (99%) of One Parent Family Payment recipients and three quarters of Carers 

Allowance recipients are women while men are more likely to be in receipt of Jobseekers or 

Disability Allowance. Changes to these schemes, therefore, will have a larger impact upon one 

gender. Women tend to have lower earnings than men due to a variety of factors – lower female 

participation rates, higher rates of part-time work and lower hourly earnings due to a higher receipt 

of the minimum wage and the gender pay gap. Due to the progressivity of the tax system, changes 

to income tax will, therefore, tend to have a larger impact on men.  

While it is straightforward to look at the gender impact of a policy change on single men or women, 

one major difficulty in examining the gender impact of budget changes is the fact that a substantial 

number of individuals live as part of a couple. While it is possible to track income received by each 

partner in a couple, it is not possible to know with full certainty how these incomes are shared 

within a couple, and how they may lead to differences in living standards. In order to deal with this 

underlying uncertainty, we examine the impact of budgetary policy changes under two polar cases: 

1. Full income sharing (including the sharing of income losses/gains) within the couple. 

2. Gains or losses from budgetary policy are not shared; instead, the gain or loss from 

budgetary policy remains with the relevant income earner/welfare recipient. 

 

An example is illustrated below: 

 
 Male, earning €30,000 a year. 

 Pays €2,700 in income tax. 

 Pays just under €2,000 in USC and PRSI. 
 
Policy change: Standard rate of tax rises to 21%. 
 
=1.2% drop in net income. 



 
 Female, full-time carer for mother. 

 Receives just over €11,000 a year in Carers Benefit. 
 
Policy change: Carers Benefit cut by €5 a week. 
 
=7% drop in net income. 

 
 Same individuals as before i.e. earning €30,000 a year plus 

€11,000 in benefits, but now they pool their income. 

 Pays €2,700 in income tax. 

 Pays just under €2,000 in USC and PRSI. 
 
Same policy changes as before. 
 
=3% drop in the couple’s net income.  

 

Previous ESRI research suggests that Irish couples do indeed pool a large proportion of their income1 

and that the “full income pooling” results are more realistic; but the alternative assumption, with its 

focus on impacts at the individual level, is also of interest as we cannot know for sure how incomes 

are shared in a couple. Therefore, changes in individual incomes may impact upon the economic 

independence and ‘bargaining power’ of an individual in a couple i.e. in the decision on how income 

is spent. For example, analysis in the U.K. of a change in a child benefit type payment found that 

transferring the benefit from men to women results in higher household spending on children. So 

who gets what can matter. 

Turning to the results, we found no major gender differences in the impact of budgetary policy on 

disposable income over the last decade for singles in Ireland. However, tax-benefit policy reduced 

the incomes of lone parents (who are mainly female) to a greater extent than singles without 

children, driven mainly by changes to benefits.  

Among couples, if we assume full income sharing, the impact of tax-benefit policy on the incomes of 

couples without children was similar to that for single men and women. However, couples with 

children have fared relatively worse over the last ten years than couples without children and 

changes to child benefit and other welfare payments were responsible for this difference. 

If we assume that couples do not pool their income, and we focus purely on the individual incomes 

of each couple member, partnered women and men without children experienced similar losses in 

                                                           
1
 In Watson et al. (2013), it was found that some 86 per cent of men’s incomes were estimated as being pooled 

in this way, and some 77 per cent of women’s incomes. See Watson, D., Maitre, B. and Cantillon, S. (2013). 

Implications of Income Pooling and Household Decision-making for Poverty and Deprivation: An Analysis of 

the SILC 2010 Special Module for Ireland, Social Inclusion Technical Paper No. 4, Dublin: Department of 

Social Protection. 



disposable income due to tax-benefit changes. However, among couples with children, women fared 

relatively worse than men. The larger losses in disposable income for partnered women with 

children were due to changes in child benefit and other welfare payments over the period in 

question.  

Looking at gender differences across the income distribution, much of the differential impact of tax-

benefit policy reforms is concentrated in the lower half of the income distribution. That is, in 

instances where women lost out by more than men due to tax-benefit changes, the difference was 

most noticeable when comparing women and men from low-income households. 

Finally, economic status has an important role to play in the gender impact of budgetary policy, with 

employed men and women largely experiencing similar changes in income due to tax-benefit 

changes. This illustrates the fact that much of the gender impact of tax-benefit changes is driven by 

the different roles that men and women tend to occupy in society. Increasing participation rates of 

women is likely to reduce differing gender impacts of tax-benefit policy changes in Ireland in the 

future. 

In conclusion, this work provides a practical tool that can be used to help gender proof Budgets in 

the future. The Programme for Government discusses not just gender proofing, but rather wider 

‘equality proofing’ of budget proposals.  The approach adopted in our report could indeed be 

adapted to examine the impact of tax and welfare policy changes – proposed or actual – on a 

number of dimensions other than gender, including disability, age, and family status. 


